Murray State's Digital Commons
Honors College Theses

Student Works

Fall 12-2022

Interactive Addressing of Body Insecurity in Adolescent Females
Haylee Cox

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.murraystate.edu/honorstheses
Part of the Educational Psychology Commons

Recommended Citation
Cox, Haylee, "Interactive Addressing of Body Insecurity in Adolescent Females" (2022). Honors College
Theses. 140.
https://digitalcommons.murraystate.edu/honorstheses/140

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Works at Murray State's Digital Commons. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Honors College Theses by an authorized administrator of Murray State's Digital
Commons. For more information, please contact msu.digitalcommons@murraystate.edu.

Interactive Addressing of Body Insecurity in Adolescent Females

Submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements
for the Murray State University Honors Diploma

Haylee Cox

December 2022

i

Abstract
The research consists of various explorative literary reviews regarding the physical, mental,
emotional, and social impacts of body image insecurity among adolescent females. This thesis
will consist of pulling from the website I developed that deals with education and activity
regarding the subject at hand to equip adolescent females with the means to cope when healthily
struggling with body image insecurity. The website includes referenced studies and techniques
for middle-grade students searching for avenues to cope with the emotional stressors of
unhealthy body perception and the effects that follow. Topics addressed include body image,
social media, the weight of words, defining these terms, and offering coping guidance. The role
of this research is intent upon serving student needs by becoming a tool accessible for educators,
counselors, and administrators to use in their classrooms and Social- Emotional Learning
curriculum. This thesis will explore the processes I followed in developing the website,
including, but not limited to, the "why" behind its purpose, its need in the research field, and the
research holes it seeks to fill. In addition, it will cover relevant research concerning the impact of
body perception on adolescent health and the formatting of the website.
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Introduction
Negative body image, and the attendant onset of mental, physical, and emotional health
defects towered in its wake, is epidemic among adolescent females. As presented in Figure 1, at
age thirteen, 53% of American girls are “unhappy” with their bodies, this grows to 78% by the
time girls reach seventeen, and 40-60% of elementary school girls are concerned about their
weight or about becoming “too fat” (National Organization for Women, 2022). According to The
Center for Mental Health Services, 90 percent of those with eating disorders are women between
the ages of 12 and 25. The current research about body image insecurity, and the gravity with
which we consider it, is extensive and abundant. However, while we have a sea of literature to
wade through concerning body image insecurity, there is a clear and gaping hole in our research
regarding the application of this literature.

Figure 1
Breaking Down Body Insecurity: Home Page Introduction and Hook
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As a student who has always been acutely aware of these destructive issues among
women, experiencing them firsthand, I became thoroughly intrigued by the research that
currently lies within reach for the scholar but is not made applicable or accessible to the average
woman. This research gap became particularly alarming to me when considering an adolescent
version of myself, left with a hunger to quench my insecurities, and an unhealthy preoccupation
with what I perceived as a flawed body without the tools to acquire such relief. It is one
responsibility of the researcher to fill a gap within the literature. It is another to take what we
know about a particular subject and make it palatable for any audience. With this call in mind, I
began developing a tool in March 2019 for adolescent females.
Now, in November of 2022, “Breaking Down Body Insecurity” is a fully developed
website accessible to anyone seeking to expand their knowledge not only on the research
currently available in regards to body image insecurity but in regards to coping mechanisms as
well. My website includes referenced studies and techniques aimed towards diminishing and
addressing body image insecurity among the target audience of females in Grades 5-9. Students
who are searching for avenues to cope with the emotional stressors of unhealthy body
perception, and the effects that follow can find an interactive avenue to do just that. The topics
addressed within the website include body image, social media, the weight of words, defining
these terms, and offering coping guidance. The role of this research has always been intent on
serving student needs by becoming a tool accessible for educators, counselors, and
administrators to use in their classrooms and Social- Emotional Learning curriculum.
The role of this paper will be to explore the processes I followed in developing the
website, including, but not limited to, the “why” behind its purpose, its need in the research field,
and the research holes it seeks to fill. In addition, it will include relevant research about body
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perception’s impact on adolescent health and the formatting of the website. A somewhat tricky
yet rewarding aspect of making research palatable for an adolescent audience rests in
engagement. During the creation of the website in observation, it became apparent that a clear
and engaging voice was needed. My voice- as a woman, an educator, and a friend- is identifiable
as it permeates the content. Although it lacks a sense of tradition, my voice may shine through in
this paper, which I believe to be a necessary and enriching addition to this literary review.

Method
I followed a straightforward design, method, and model when developing the interactive
website. Each of the three interactive pages of the website moves along a strategic and
streamlined pattern: hook, introduction, definitions, current research, reshape and refocus, and
begins with a quote from a prominent figure, activist, or researcher. The addition of quotations,
as seen in Figure 2, is a hook for the reader, offering a glimpse into the content and questioning
presented in that research section. Due to the large proportion of my voice throughout the
website, a key element in each page’s creation became the careful selection and features of other
varying voices. In any literature presentation, highlighting as many voices as possible is vital in
constructing authenticity and reliability.
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Figure 2
Social Media Page: Introduction and Hook

Following the beginning quotation, each page briefly introduces the topics discussed
throughout each section. As previously mentioned, the ability to hear a clear voice throughout
the website became a critical factor in the project. That voice, being my own, is quite noticeable
when reading the page introductions. Although this website is a tool for adults within the
education field- preferably teachers, administrators, and counselors- the audience I am ultimately
attempting to reach within the literature is a population of fifth- 9th-grade females. With that
audience in mind, the research presented tone and diction align with that which would engage an
adolescent. In turn, I took the language, dialogue, and voice of a 5th- 9th-grade level rather than
in the tone of higher academia.

Hook
The introductions of each page represent a call for engagement for the reader and an
outlooking touchstone for young students. As they explore the research for themselves, they can
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first have an engaging and brief understanding of the content into which they are diving. Each
introduction poses the questions the research on that page will seek to answer. A holistic view of
the presented content offers an extra element of autonomy for the student as she decides which
pages will benefit her education. She can decipher which research is most intriguing.

Definitions
As seen in Figure 3, following a page’s introduction are various neurological, socialemotional, medical, and research-based vocabulary words and definitions students may need to
understand the research they will begin exploring. A 2015 study published in the “International
Journal of School and Cognitive Psychology” found significant advantages for students exposed
to social-emotional vocabulary. In regards to students exposed to social-emotional vocabulary
instruction, it states, “ … growth in vocabulary and depth of knowledge allows them to express
their feelings and desires more precisely and to understand better emotions and the contexts in
which they occur. It thus serves as a preventive measure, as learning emotion-related words are
key to developing the self-talk that is fundamental to emotional and behavioral self-regulation.
Empowering students with social-emotional learning related vocabulary is an important
foundation for enhancing adjustment and improving social and academic outcomes for all
children, particularly children at risk….”

Figure 3
Body Image Page: Definitions
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When an adolescent can communicate their emotions and feelings effectively and clearly,
they are more likely to find a reduction in the adverse mental and bodily effects of insecurity.
The other aspect of the definitions found on each page lies in neuroscience language acquisition.
Much of the research that makes up the website consists of neuroscience research, so defining
parts of the brain and their functions can aid student understanding tremendously.

Research Introduction
Each page then introduces students to basic research on the subject at hand, as seen in
Figure 4, offering them ample knowledge of what may be going on within their bodies, minds,
and environments as they struggle to accept their appearances. Each section begins with a
question the page will seek to answer. An essential mission of the website is to offer students an
understanding that they are not alone in their struggles. Body image insecurity often tows shame
in its wake. Shame speaks the lie that someone is utterly alone, that no one else in the world
would be able to understand the factors that have led to said shame. When left unattended, shame
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will then feed itself with isolation. Shame is evident in students who refuse to admit that they
struggle in any sense of the word, hiding away because they feel inadequate and lonely.

Figure 4
Social Media Page: Research Introduction

Even more, this tension exists in a post- Covid- 19 population of students raised in
isolation. In this case, shame has room to grow in seclusion as a reflex of comfortability rather
than an unhealthy hindrance. Offering a middle school girl, who has not reached the cognitive
ability to process the world around her clearly, the opportunity to gain an understanding of the
processes of her own body and mind is not only influential but crucial for the development of a
healthy individual. She must know that she is not an isolated case but is, in fact, a part of the
majority. When a student feels the camaraderie of being understood, she can begin to break
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down her walls of insecurity in shame in a fashion where learning becomes possible- not only
learning in the classroom but acquiring knowledge regarding coping, growth, and reflection.
The introduction of each page not only offers a student the realization that they are not
alone but an understanding of peer-reviewed literature. A fundamental discovery among my
students throughout my teaching and practicum experience has rested in the reality that students
want to engage in reflection and growth. Certain groups of educators may accuse students of
simply not wanting to learn and or refusing to do so. However, those same students are
constantly engaged in learning, even if it is not in the typical classroom setting we would expect.
Middle-grade students are eager to dig deep into their own experiences and invest in the outcome
of that reflection. Students become engaged explicitly in literature and contemplation when
Social-Emotional Learning is present.

Why Do I Feel This Way?
Once the central question hooks students with a taste of the research, they will most
likely ask, “why do I feel this way?” Each page, as presented in Figure 5, addresses this question
with three sections. Again, the student is becoming acquainted with research directly linked to
the questions she may be asking about her mind, body, heart, and health. This section also allows
young girls to engage with cultural messages and claims through a critical and constructive lens.
Middle school girls do not often possess the cognitive awareness to understand that the world is
constantly attempting to sell them something- an idea, a product, perhaps even a dream. A
middle school girl must be taught to see cultural messages, dissect them for herself, and ask
tough questions to ensure no one takes advantage of her. The website design offers research
literacy to heal a student’s relationship with her own body and teach her how to protect her mind
and heart.
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Figure 5
Social Media Page: Why Do I Feel This Way?

Where Do We Go From Here?
Figure 6 features one of the website’s design elements, the utilization of photos, videos,
or section headings to break up the reading for students. “Where do we go from here” is the main
break in each page between simply familiarizing students with an understanding of their
insecurities and engaging them in coping exercises. Unfortunately, overloading a young girl with
information can be detrimental rather than helpful. Hence, it is necessary to take a breath in order
for her to not only process all she has learned thus far but realize that she is once again not alone
in potentially feeling overwhelmed.

10

Figure 6
Body Image Page: Where Do We Go From Here?

Reset
Once students are ready to move into the first stage of engagement with coping and
growth, as a girl feels insecure about her body, it becomes difficult for her to see reality for what
it is. The mirror can feel like it is playing tricks on her, reflecting an image far from what she
would like to see. Her mind tends to turn against her as lies about her worth and beauty begin to
play on repeat. Her thoughts may begin to race and spiral, chugging down the track, while she is
frantically left wondering- “How do I stop this train of thought? Often, students need a reminder,
a jolt of truth in the middle of their hurt. Each “Reset” section, as seen in Figure 7, offers three
doses of truth about the student’s worth, interactions with others, and advice for each. This
section of each page is certainly the most reflective as girls engage with their thoughts,
perceptions, and disordered thinking. Reminding a student of reality, of truth, amid her painful
and often confusing thoughts, offers a sense of groundedness amongst the chaos. Research
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weaves throughout the website, and the same is true for “Reset” sections, even as they lean
towards a more conversational voice.

Figure 7
The Weight of Words Page: Reset

ReShape
Following each page’s “Reset” section is the coping exercise section, as shown in Figure
8, labeled “ReShape.” What does a student do when truth rings in their ears, but it still does not
feel enough to stop their negative train of thought? They may turn to unhealthy coping
mechanisms when they feel overwhelmed by insecurity, primarily when those feelings result
from their bodies. For example, a young girl can feel trapped, unable to step out of her skin to
take a much-needed break, which increases anxiety levels. When students reach this state of
insecurity, they often do not know how to cope with their feelings in practical ways, both in the
moment and in the long- term. Each page jumps directly into short-term techniques that reduce
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stress, anxiety, and insecurity. These short-term methods are each complemented with research
that provides proof of their effectiveness. Each offers students relief in the moment of
insecurity’s strike, bringing them back to the present, to reality, and to a state of mindfulness that
leads to calm.

Figure 8
The Weight of A Word Page: ReShape

This same pattern follows in the final aspect of long-term coping devices. These methods
are designed and selected to create a young woman who can address her emotions and physical
responses momentarily and for a lifetime. Ultimately if every taught skill is transient, the student
will not benefit. The purpose of the entire website is to create a lifelong learner who is in touch
with her feelings, the language to give voice to her emotions, and the reflective nature necessary
to move past her insecurities. These long-term processes will put the student on a path to dissect
the root of her issues with her own body. As she attacks the root of her pain, she can accept her
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appearance, delineating the reality of her worth and what the world around her may be shouting
in protest.

Hyperlinks
A final yet essential element of the website design is the utilization of hyperlinks
throughout each page, represented in Figure 9. Highlighted resources are referenced throughout
the website, including peer-reviewed articles, TedTalks, and journals. The study will be
underlined, bolded, and highlighted with a contrasting color to indicate the hyperlink. Those
links will take the reader directly to the resource in reference, providing not only an extra
element of citation but the opportunity for an educator or professional to dive more deeply into
the research at hand.

Figure 9
Body Image Page: Why Do I Feel This Way?
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Body Image

Introduction
The first pillar of the website’s interactive elements rests upon addressing body image in
a general sense. Reflecting again on some of the statistics the National Organization for Women
released, we know that “At age 13, 53% of American girls are ‘unhappy with their bodies.’ 4060% of elementary school girls are concerned about their weight or becoming ‘too fat.’ A
majority of girls (59%) reported dissatisfaction with their body shape, and 66 percent expressed
the desire to lose weight.” These numbers are not only astounding, but highly concerning. Those
same reports showed that 46% of 9-11 year- olds are “sometimes” or “very often” on diets
(National Organization for Women, 2022). The danger of body image insecurity for an
adolescent lies in the lack of cognitive ability that the child possesses. Middle school students do
not have the cognitive ability to see outside of their circumstances, and they often do not possess
the knowledge to understand their bodies and physical functions correctly. Misunderstanding
creates a situation in which a middle school girl, for instance, who is “concerned with becoming
‘too fat’” takes matters into her own hands. She may skip breakfast and lunch at school or use
multiple sports to starve her body of the nutrients it needs. Adolescents need to acquire proper
knowledge concerning the dire consequences of disordered eating, and often the reversal of these
unhealthy habits begins by healing the individual's thought processes. The type of self-paced
knowledge acquisition presented on the website allows students to gain an understanding of their
mind and physical self, beginning the journey to heal their relationship with their body.
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Why Do I Feel This Way?
Many different factors can play into a student’s feelings of image insecurity. Two of the
most prevalent and researched elements that may become contributing factors to an individual’s
body insecurity are loneliness and bullying. A study by the University of California found that
“1/3 students surveyed reported at least one weight discriminatory experience’ by the 7th grade.”
Meaning that by the time 7th grade approaches, it is likely that a student, or a peer in close
relation, will experience various forms of bullying about the child’s weight or body size.
Bullying, in this context, is not only aimed toward students who are overweight but is
discriminatory toward various body types and sizes.
Bullying often comes hand in hand with loneliness for children. This project’s definition
of “loneliness” was “A feeling of sadness as a result of lacking deep relationships and
friendships; emotional isolation.” This working definition was created based on the support of a
study conducted by Penn State. Their research states that “studies indicate that feelings of
loneliness and social dissatisfaction can be reliably assessed with third- through sixth-grade
children, and that children who are sociometrically rejected by their peers are significantly more
lonely than other children”). This same team of researchers found a positive correlation between
children who experience peer rejection and elevated experiences of high levels of loneliness.
These findings indicate that when a child feels rejected by their classmates or bullied due to their
weight, they need to know that they are not simply overreacting when they experience loneliness,
even amidst a crowded room. Adolescent girls are all too aware of what it is like to feel out of
place and insecure in their dress at a school dance, to fear the rejection of a classmate whom they
wish would accept them, or to wonder if those around them will ever see them as being
“enough,” particularly when they hate their bodies. Loneliness can present itself diversely in
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each child, but it is painful nonetheless. When isolation strikes, a student is susceptible to seeing
a skewed image of their body when gazing upon their reflection.

Reset
As previously defined, each page offers students the initial exploration of research and
the opportunity to acquire practical coping mechanisms. Each page transitions from baseline
knowledge to three pieces of truth the reader should reflect upon and remember.
Within the Body Image section of the website, featured in Figure 10, the first two
questions considered are “What if beauty was a choice?” and “What if beauty was not one- sizefits- all?” These ideas can seem strange to a student at first glance. A child does not get to decide
what size their body is, what color hair they have, how long their legs are, or how people will
react to their appearance. Lillian Bustle proposed these questions in her 2015 TedTalk debut. She
explains that most women wait for affirmation, approval, or someone to tell them that they are
worthy of love and acceptance, especially regarding how they perceive their bodies. A student
can choose to wait for the approval of others, but this particular section of the website causes
them to ask what it would look like for them to wake up one day and decide that they will love
their body. What would the implications be if they affirm that the space they take up is
meaningful and valuable?
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Figure 10
Body Image Page: Reset

Bustle also describes a study in which female participants looked at pictures of 8 other
women of varying body types wearing the same gray leotard, their faces covered. After showing
women a unique series of photos, they asked which body type the participant “preferred.” The
researchers found that the more participants saw images of more prominent women, the more
they reported preferring larger bodies. Subjects who mainly viewed images of underweight
women preferred skinny bodies. What does this tell us? The more we see a particular body type,
the more we prefer that type of body. This truth indicates that a single category or makeup does
not define physical beauty. Even if we exclude every unique form of inward beauty, there are
endless possibilities and combinations for bodies that equate to physical beauty. When students
train themselves to see the beauty in each body, they will also see the beauty in their bodies.
These questions charge a student with the responsibility to lift other women around them, slowly
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but surely doing their part to begin changing the world around them and the images consumed by
the world. Each child can be a part of redefining what is considered beautiful.

ReShape
Following the Reset for body image, ReShape opens the specified coping strategies for
the page. Next, students are introduced to various breathing exercises as they interact directly on
the page with guiding videos beginning with short-term mechanisms.
The paced breathing exercises shown in Figure 11 are intentional breathing in which the
participant’s attention is back in focus, and the nervous system begins to regulate itself. A study
conducted by the Feinstein Institute for Medical Research found that regulated breathing brought
on by these types of exercises activated various parts of the brain responsible for thinking and
feeling behavior. Results pointed to the benefits of controlled, paced breathing in improving a
person’s mindset, thoughts, and emotions.

Figure 11
Body Image Page: ReShape
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Also included in the short-term section of ReShape are grounding games. Many studies
have shown the benefits of practicing mindfulness, including a meta-analysis performed by Paul
Grossman of various programs that use mindfulness techniques as coping mechanisms for stress
reduction and anxiety. “Grounding” is a specific type of mindfulness strategy that focuses on
utilizing your five senses, bringing you back to your current state of being rather than feeling
overwhelmed by the storm that could be raging within your mind. Breathing exercises such as
the previously mentioned could undoubtedly be considered a grounding exercise as students
hone in on how their body is physically operating. Body insecurity for a young girl can often feel
overwhelming to the point that she may wonder whether or not it will swallow her whole.
Nevertheless, amidst the nervous flood of anxiety, she must recognize the world around her- a
world outside her spiraling thoughts. Amidst this section of the website, students are encouraged
to practice grounding using a game.
The 5, 4, 3, 2, 1 Game seen in Figure 12 and utilized by Polaris Teen Center, consists of
being aware of one’s surroundings. If a student is in her bedroom, classroom, or outside, she can
always play this game. One of the critical elements of this exercise is student choice. Does the
child love to write or draw? They can grab a pen and jot down their answers. If students are
aware of friends struggling to feel at peace, they can play with one another. The child can play
the game as frequently as he/she wants. Students can challenge themselves to get even more
specific or detailed with their answers as they continue to play, enhancing the calming benefits of
grounding and directly incorporating literacy for the child.
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Figure 12
Body Image Page: ReShape

When it comes to long-term action for body image insecurity in a general sense, service
is a critical component in creating a student who can cope with negative emotions for a lifetime.
Jenny Santi, a philanthropy advisor, claims within the title of her TIME magazine article that the
“... secret to happiness is helping others.” She explains that we now have scientific data, found
with the use of fMRI technology, showing that the same part of our brain that activates when we
find enjoyment in something, like eating our favorite foods, for instance, activates when we are
helping someone else. The rush of comfort, excitement, and joy someone feels when they eat
their favorite meal can also feel when serving someone else, and the lasting effects can be pretty
intense for the mind and heart. Santi expresses tips and tricks for maximizing your abilities to
help others, and this section of the website explores some of those points while also
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incorporating tangible steps a student can take to serve those in their context in such a way that
they battle insecurities in the process.
Students are encouraged to consider three key elements when getting involved within
their communities and relational contexts:
1. Service can look different for every person, but one of the most critical aspects of service
for an individual lies in finding a need that their gifts can uniquely meet.
2. Often the best way for a student to find where their passions lie is to think about areas in
which they are gifted and what they love.
3. As students engage in the process of spending time reflecting on their strengths, they may
also find that their confidence rises as well.
The second aspect of service students engage with is awareness. When a girl struggles
with a negative body image, she may genuinely be experiencing a truth problem. Sometimes,
students need to be reminded of whom they are or affirmed. Other times, however, what a child
struggles with is self-obsession. Students are asked to consider a recent instance in which they
felt insecure about their appearance. They reflect upon whether they could think about anything
else, or was their insecurity incredibly loud and difficult to escape? The idea of being “in your
head” is a fitting way to describe these feelings of being utterly overwhelmed. An insecure
teenager is often living inside their thought life. It can feel nearly impossible to look away from
themselves, to break away from the continuous pattern of self-focus, or to imagine the
experience of another. Service forces individuals to look away from their own life and become
aware of the needs of those around them. Meeting needs creates an environment where students
can love others well while simultaneously freeing themselves from the record of insecurity
playing in their minds.

22

Finally, regarding service, the reader is asked to consider their resources. When
adolescents consider serving others, they often hesitate, feeling they have nothing to offer in their
youth. However, one of the most beautiful parts about service, explored in this website section, is
that sometimes the greatest gift a child can give is time, and they each can give.
The body image page of the website ends with one final long-term coping mechanism:
journaling. At one point or another, each child has most likely written down their thoughts and
feelings, whether they had a diary as a young girl or scratched their thoughts down on a scrap
piece of paper. There is something profoundly freeing and therapeutic about writing. The
University of Rochester’s Health Encyclopedia discusses the necessity of finding a healthy way
to express yourself when dealing with overwhelming emotions. Journaling is one of the most
highly ranked outlets for doing so. Once a student begins journaling, she receives the same
benefits found amongst grounding exercises as thoughts on paper. Through journal prompts on
this website, shown in Figure 13, students can work to the roots of their insecurities and replace
misconceptions about their worth with truth about the source of their beauty.
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Figure 13
Body Image Page: ReShape

Social Media

Introduction
The second pillar of the website’s interactive elements explores social media and its
effects on body image development. We live in a world where technology is as much a part of
our language as the words we speak. Students have grown up with the world at their fingertips,
whether on their phones, laptops, or tablets. In a world where nearly every person participates in
social media or is exposed to it, individuals often cannot outrun the adverse outcomes of living in
a technological world. To make matters increasingly complicated, students are often never taught
how to combat the unhealthy effects of the social media age. The social media page gives
students a beginner’s glimpse into the critical elements of social media that may adversely
impact their body confidence. Understanding some of the essential functions of social media and
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the cultural climate induced and enhanced by technology can offer such freedom in body
perception as a student engages with media.
Renee Englen, author of “Beauty Sick: How the Cultural Obsession with Appearance
Hurts Girls and Women,” shines a light on the damaging effects of the messages young girls
consume throughout their adolescence. In her 2013 TedTalk, Englen explains that when beauty
is studied throughout history, perceptions of what can be defined as beautiful are pretty complex.
Humans are wired to recognize the beauty around them, but what individuals consider visually
attractive also shifts and changes as they are exposed to diverse experiences over time. She
describes conversations she used to hear among her female university students as they would sit
and spend endless time discussing their bodies and attempting to change them. Englen began her
study in an attempt to find out why women seem to struggle significantly to consider their bodies
to be beautiful. She soon found that most women suffer from what she calls “beauty sickness.”
Beauty sickness, as she describes and defines it, occurs when women are repeatedly fed these
three cultural lies, “Being physically beautiful is the most important, most powerful thing a girl
or a woman can be. Beauty is equivalent to looking like a model. However, you do not look like
a model.”
The more women see “perfect” images of women plastered all over their social media,
their understanding of what is real and attainable for their bodies is warped. When a child looks
at an influencer on any social media platform, they will often see her appearance as unattainable,
a combination of flawless attributes that the viewer seems to lack. The issue a student may have,
especially at the middle school level, is a stark inability to see the photos that flood their social
media as unattainable and unreachable because they lack sincerity or authenticity, not because
they delineate between two types of worth. Young girls lack awareness about the reality of social

25

media and the understanding that those same influencers work to tell them that they have the
magic solution to fix all of their body’s imperfections. Every young girl has become an expert at
finding the perfect angle, the right outfit, and the desired shade on their filters to fulfill what they
wish for their appearance- the combination that will erase every flaw.
The problem becomes, however, that students need to live inside their phones. When a
child overloads their system with images of “perfection,” they begin to believe that their living,
breathing bodies can conform to those ideas of beauty in the real world. A study published in the
American Journal of Psychology in 2016 found a positive correlation between exposure to these
same cultural ideals of beauty and appearance fixing, body shame, and disordered eating. When
students believe that something about their bodies needs to be “fixed” to reach the standards of
faux beauty they have set with their social media, they often take matters into their own hands.
Then we have a child with little to no awareness of the functions of their own body, deciding to
skip meals, exercise more, and ultimately deteriorate their body bit by bit.

Why Do I Feel This Way?
Englen elaborates as she defines what is commonly known as the “objectification
theory.” Objectification theory proposes that women live in a world where they learn that their
appearance is the key to getting what they want, whether it be respect, power, attention, or
affection. A woman may not have been taught these messages by a parent or authority figure, but
these ideals permeate the world around them. In return, either explicitly or implicitly, these
messages are implanted into the female psyche from a very young age. These messages claiming
that a woman’s worth is solely based on what she looks like physically have become so ingrained
in American culture.
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Keisha and Teagan Simpson, founders of “Live Life Unfiltered,” have contributed
significantly to the call for change in these cultural messages. In their 2019 TedTalk, the
Simpsons continued discussing how social media can dramatically impact an individual’s ability
to maintain a healthy body image. The question they posed was whether or not someone could
maintain this healthy relationship with their body when exposed to social media and the
appearance standards that follow. Technology is inescapable, and phones are no exception, as
they are essentially the fabric of our cultural makeup. In previous years, comparing one’s body to
a photo-shopped model would have only been accessible via magazines or articles at the grocery
store. Now any individual with a phone has photoshop and all of its capabilities right at their
fingertips. As a result, a young girl can now compare her own perfectly curated photos with
those of her friends and peers, which becomes highly damaging, not only to her sense of body
perception but the body perceptions of those around her. In their research, the Simpson sisters
found a positive correlation between taking a selfie and the increased experience of lowered
body satisfaction. It indicates that every time a student sends a selfie, they are increasing the
likelihood of experiencing lowered satisfaction with their body and the amplification of their
own insecurities every time they upload a photo to their social media page.

Reset
The website’s social page narrows down the daunting research into three doses of truth. If
any young girl was asked to take a moment to think about her body, as they are in Figure 14,
they could immediately rattle off many things that they do not like about their appearance.
However, when roles reverse, and that same student is asked to list characteristics they love, or
even tolerate, about their body, could they do it? When a child looks in the mirror, they often see
a combination of perceived flaws that they will assume are scrutinized not only by themselves
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but by the outside world. Again, when women learn that their bodies are their best form of
currency, every piece of their appearance becomes transactional. When resetting a young girl's
mind before this ideal becomes increasingly engrained in her thoughts, she must begin by
dismantling the mindset of transactional beauty.

Figure 14
Social Media Page: Reset

Some students may even suffer from body dysmorphia, leading them to focus obsessively
on the flaws of their bodies in a way that often leads to anxiety and maybe even the avoidance of
social situations or interactions with others. A young girl must see that her body is not the
enemy; she sees it as her strong legs walk her all over the world, and the food she eats energizes
her system in order for her to do the things she loves. She must begin to see that her body
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beautifully allows her to exist and thrive, to love and learn, and to experience joy and movement.
She must retrain her brain in gratitude to break cultural beauty standards' bondage.
A study by Martin Smith found that certain aspects of perfectionism can lead to higher
levels of depression. For the girl struggling with body image insecurity, perfection is often the
ultimate goal towards which she is striving. This section of truth pushes her to understand that
when she pursues flawless skin or just the right angle for her selfie, she sets herself up for a
depressive or heartbreaking state. She must confront the truth that she cannot be perfect, which is
true for her body. She will always have flaws, various parts of her body that she struggles to
love, and she is not alone. However, she can embrace her imperfections for what they are,
elements that make her unique and human. When students reach this level of acceptance of their
bodies, they can begin to live authentically, changing the culture around them through their
various relational contexts.

ReShape
The short- and long-term options offered are ultimately interchangeable when it comes to
coping mechanisms. Decreasing screen- time and regulating self-talk are both tools that impact
levels of anxiety and insecurity both momentarily and for a lifetime. In their 2021 annual report,
Common Sense Media released statistics regarding teen screen- time use. They found that, on
average, teenage girls spend nearly 5 hours a day seeking entertainment via a screen. They also
reported that a teenage girl's total screen use per day is dramatically higher at over 8 hours of use
per day. She spends nearly an hour and a half of that entire screen- time per day on social media.
At this point in the exploration of the website, a student will already be aware that their
confidence levels and, ultimately, cognitive ability to process reality cannot handle the extended
time they are often spending on social media. A simplistic coping mechanism for addressing
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many bodily insecurities is simply decreasing the time an individual spends on social media.
Students are encouraged to swap some of their screen- time for other activities they enjoy. They
must pay attention to how they are feeling, maybe even using journaling to process their
emotions during this time. As they start to feel more connected to the world around them rather
than the world at their fingertips, a healthy habit will begin to form.
For middle school students, the idea of self-talk, as presented in Figure 15, can be
intangible and abstract, although they are engaging with it constantly. When it comes to a young
girl battling her mind and seemingly her own body as she wrestles with insecurity, her internal
dialogue can become damaged very quickly. As body shame pushes her into isolation, her mind
may be one of the only voices she is listening to intently, and this can be detrimental when that
voice carries additional shame.

Figure 15
Social Media Page: ReShape
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The Mayo Clinic has recognized a multitude of researched health benefits that result
when an individual engages in positive self-talk: increased life span, lower rates of depression,
lower levels of distress, greater resistance to the common cold, better psychological and physical
well-being, better cardiovascular health and reduced risk of death from cardiovascular disease,
and better coping skills during hardships and times of stress. Reshaping how a child speaks to
herself can begin by simply applying the "glass half full" method. The next time she feels her
mind drifting to a negative space, she can attempt to find the good. For each insecure thought
about her body, she can attempt to replace it with gratitude for all her body can do. Over time,
this commitment to embracing positivity will become instinctual rather than something for which
they must fight.

The Weight of A Word

Introduction
Language holds such power. The words someone speaks can change someone's life, for
better or for worse. Language has been the most utilized weapon throughout history, easily
accessible and wielded. Every individual uses words daily, but how often do they genuinely take
time to think about the words they speak? Every person has felt the sting of harsh words spoken
in another's frustration or sadness. Every person has also been the victim of the equally bad
words often spoken to oneself. How does a child handle the words that are spoken to them by
others? How are they to use their own words to help someone else?
Can words hurt someone? In her 2009 neuroscience study , Maria Richter guided
participants through exercises in which they imagined words in various contexts. Her study
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proved that imagining negative words caused the frontal lobe to light up, releasing stress and
anxiety hormones throughout the body. In a study by J Lodge, there was a correlation between
negative self-talk and higher anxiety levels in children. The results of this study pointed to the
role of negative self-talk in a child's ability to cope with anxiety. The study also found a
correlation between negative self-talk and higher anxiety levels. Essentially, when a young girl
allows negative words, thoughts, and feelings to swim around inside her head, she will be hurt.
How she thinks about and speaks to herself can have massive implications for her emotional,
mental, and even physical health.

Why Do I Feel This Way?
There are three main contributors to how students may feel regarding the weight of
words. First, as previously mentioned and featured in Figure 16, negative self-talk can lead to
higher anxiety levels, meaning that how someone speaks to themselves directly impacts mental,
emotional, and physical health. When a young girl thinks about her biggest bodily insecurities or
appearance, toxic thoughts begin circulating. Reshaping how a young girl treats herself when it
comes to her inner dialogue can offer relief and freedom from the pain of insecurity.
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Figure 16
The Weight of A Word: Why Do I Feel This Way?

If the words of others directly impact a young girl’s health, she must assume that her
words directly impact the health of those around her. This reality means that each person is
responsible for their own words as they can cause deep pain for someone else, like a fire that
spreads and burns down an entire forest. Throughout the page, students consider how speaking
about their bodies can cause havoc in the hearts and minds of those around them.
Scenario 1: “You have a friend who has recently been struggling with their body image,
and lately, they have constantly shared every one of their insecurities with you. Now you are also
scrutinizing and analyzing every one of your flaws, asking if your friend has noticed those
imperfections in you as well.”
Scenario 2: “You have a friend who has felt so confident! She has often been bragging
about how much she loves her body, how she is feeling healthy and beautiful, and how much she
loves who she is. You are happy that your friend is feeling so wonderful, but now you are left
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sad and discouraged because you do not feel the same. You wonder if you will ever be able to
feel that kind of contentment in your own skin!”

Reset
In both of these scenarios, a young girl feels discouraged. How a person speaks to
another can impact the health of those around them. These realities bleed into the reminders of
truth throughout this portion of the website. Students consider what it would look like to lean
into the truth that life is not all about them, that they do not have to prove their worth, and that, at
times, it is vital to choose compassion over comfort.
Considering the two scenarios presented again, when a woman speaks poorly about her
body, those around her are often triggered to begin scrutinizing their appearance. Conversely, if a
woman displays confidence and beauty, those around her may feel discouraged by comparison.
Students are certainly not taught throughout this section that they can never talk to each other
about their insecurities or that they can never celebrate their confidence and beauty. Instead, they
evaluate what percentage of their conversations are dominated by the topic of their bodies. It
may feel relieving or comforting at the moment for a young girl to express her insecurities, but it
is often helpful to first think about whom they are speaking to. Where might that individual’s
mental and emotional health be at the moment? Would it be helpful or harmful for the girl to say
what they are feeling at that moment? May it be more beneficial for her to choose compassion
over comfort in that instance?
At first glance, the phrase “life is not about you” can feel jarring and upsetting as it
conflicts with every cultural ideal taught. This truth, however, is not meant to cultivate
discouragement but freedom. Students consider, if life was all about them, how exhausting
would that be? There is pressure, such a significant weight on their shoulders, to be perfect or the

34

best at anything. What does it mean if life is not all about them? It means that a student has room
to grow, fail, and try again. A student can recognize their flaws and gifts with less pressure.
Often insecurity, specifically about our bodies, can become overwhelming, not as a result of low
self-esteem, but as a result of self-obsession, leading to unhealthy patterns. Reminding students
that they do not have to prove themselves relieves an anxious mind.

ReShape
Following this idea of breaking down self-centeredness, one of the most effective ways to
combat insecurity, and reclaim the power of language, is to encourage someone else. Each
student has the power to decide how they will use their words, and as students lean into
cultivating kindness, they can directly combat painful words with uplifting influence.
Students use encouraging words to exhort another when they feel overwhelmingly
insecure. This simple act, presented in Figure 17, redirects an individual’s focus, grounds them in
the present, and increases their happiness as they engage in a brief moment of service.
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Figure 17
The Weight of A Word: ReShape

The final coping mechanism offered to students on this page is the long-lasting method of
taking an inventory. An inventory is one of the most significant ways an individual can address
the root of their insecurities and their hurts and truly work through the moments that have shaped
how they see themselves. Taking inventory of one’s emotions and feelings is not new. Various
recovery and mental health programs utilize the process of addressing pain in this way. When
completing an inventory, an individual takes a large-scope view of who and what has hurt them.
Every moment a student can remember where friends or adults threw hurtful words their way can
filter through the inventory process. Once a young girl finds the root of her insecurities, she can
truly begin to let them go and replace them with healthier skills, seeing the reality of her beauty
and worth for what it is.
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When it comes to completing an inventory, it is truly all about getting feelings, emotions,
and thoughts out on paper. In a study published by Cambridge University, participants who spent
frequent time partaking in expressive writing regarding their traumas and pain had significant
physical and psychological benefits compared to those who did not. Asking someone to sift
through their emotions in this way can create a focused purpose in which they find rest and relief
from the overwhelming nature of their thoughts. When taking inventory of one’s life and
emotions, it is vitally important to balance that inventory. This section of the website provides
two different examples of positive and negative inventories with an explanation of how they are
used. As students begin using these tools, they need to remember the implementation of both to
find a balanced sense of their thoughts, feelings, and relationships.
When it comes to the negative emotion inventory, shown in Figure 18, students will take
time to work through who and what has caused them pain, how that action has affected them,
and what their part may be in prolonging that pain. It is important to note that sometimes, an
individual may not have any part in their hurt. However, it is vital that they also take time to
recognize whether or not they are playing a role in their insecurity.
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Figure 18
The Weight of A Word: ReShape

For instance, someone may have spoken to them rudely, leaving the student feeling
insecure and angry. There is an effect on that student brought upon by someone else’s actions
that they have no control over. They can, however, control their reaction to the outburst. There
are a few questions students are prompted to ask, “Are you holding onto resentment or bitterness
towards that person? Did you lash out at them in return? Have you been gossiping about that
person behind their back? Ask yourself how you have reacted and whether or not that reaction is
healthy or that is causing you to exaggerate your hurt even further.” An example of this
inventory may look like this: “Jack hurt me when he said that I looked fat yesterday. His
comment made me feel insecure about my body, angry, lonely and embarrassed because
everyone at the lunch table heard him. I also played a part in my hurt when I told my friend later
that I did not care what he thought because he was stupid. Talking about him only made me feel
angry longer and guilty for using my words to hurt someone.”
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When considering the positive emotion inventory, it will have the opposite approach in
that as a student works through it, they will focus on who and what has brought them joy rather
than on the pain. In the same way that writing to others can improve one’s focus and take their
mind off of the insecurities that may plague them when someone takes inventory of the joy in
their life, it can focus their eyes on gratitude. Harvard’s Medical School Journal published an
article detailing various studies that found a correlation between practicing gratitude and various
health benefits. Likewise, Dr. Robert A. Emmons of the University of California and Dr.
Michael E. McCullough of the University of Miami completed a study in which participants
wrote about the positive events of their week, and a correlation was found between this practice
and overall well-being. Again, inventories must be balanced. That is why students must take time
to consider their part in their hurts and their joys, and that is why they must take time to work out
their pain and rest in gratitude. An example of this inventory may look like this: “Mrs. Taylor
brought me joy when she told me that I am kind. When she recognized something good in me, it
made me feel loved, seen, known, appreciated, and special. I want to further that joy by writing
her a kind note that thanks her for being a wonderful teacher.”

Crisis Resources
Located at the top of each page is a hyperlink indicating the location of the website's "
Resources " page, as seen in Figure 19, for those needing immediate crisis help. The page
provides various programs, websites, and phone numbers that will take students and adults
directly to outside resources that provide 24/7 services. Many students battling body image
insecurities may feel utterly overwhelmed, potentially indicating that they need further
professional help and attention.
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Figure 19
Resources Page

Response and Reflection
Thus far, the response from teachers, counselors, and administrators using the website
with students has been incredibly positive. From various professional perspectives, the ability of
a student to have a self-paced resource such as this is both vital and valuable. It has proved to be
compelling when a teacher or counselor can help a student without the extra time constraint of
teaching a curriculum or guiding the student through a program. Specifically, the response from
female professionals has been humbling, to say the least, as each connects to the universal
elements of the literature and finds their voice amongst the research they did not know was
accessible. As far as students are concerned, groups within the coming weeks will begin utilizing
the resource and providing constructive feedback.
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The purpose of this resource is, in totality, to provide young women with the resources
and knowledge necessary to claim authorship of their own stories. Whether it be the hurtful
words spoken to a young girl by her peers or the destructive messages of the cultural beauty
standards surrounding her, a million voices seek to drown out her own. Allowing students to
begin processing their relationships with their bodies from a young age, as described in Figure
20, can change their lives. Storytelling has a powerful impact not only on the world around us
but on our sense of self. Equipping young women with the tools necessary to accept their bodies
as beautiful is an indispensable and weighty gift—one not to be taken lightly.

Figure 20
Breaking Down Body Insecurity Home Page: How Can This Site Help You?
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